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THE TROUBLE WITH GENDER - AND SOCIETY
– A synopsis of a discussion on social justice in relation to transgender people
“social justice means that all individuals, regardless of their identities or social group 
memberships, have equitable access to social resources; it does not mean that all individuals should 
possess equal social resources.” (Killermann, 2013 p. 10 l. 35)
Introduction
Sam Killermann's book 'A Guide to Gender' and Kate Bornstein's personal blog revolving around 
being a gender outlaw, has functioned as an inspiration and source of enlightenment in achieving a 
more profound knowledge on the subject of gender issues, trans* - and the social justice existing 
regarding the afore mentioned. Killermann is metrosexual, but is often mistaken for a homosexual. 
He is an author, lecturer, writer, comedian and most importantly, he is an advocate for social justice.
Bornstein was born with masculine genitals but has her whole life journeyed towards becoming a 
woman. An outcast with the lesbian and feminist community, since she was not born a woman she 
too is an author, lecturer, writer and devoted advocate for social justice.
Taking my point of departure in empirical data in the form of numerous articles on the subject of 
being a transgender person, gender identity and gender expression, along with the challenges there 
are in order to be accepted for who you are as a person in a social context, in opposition to a 
theoretical sociological approach on the subject, will form the basis of a discussion and establish the 
content of this synopsis.  
Before introducing gender identity and expression, it might be appropriate to establish a 
normative perception of gender roles. Gender roles have always existed and primarily as a means of 
making sense and order in society and understanding social reality. This perception deals with a two 
gender system; female and male gender (Lindsey, 2010). 
Throughout the years sociologists have attempted to explain the different gender related labels. 
Beyond the male and female gender, all else were considered abnormal and therefore they had to be 
theorized upon and explained, referred to as 'constructions', in order to be justified identities (Hird, 
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2002). As Hird furthermore states in her chapter on 'For a Sociology of Transsexualism' there was a 
clear conviction of a two gender system in the 1960's. Referring to gender as a social fact, that is 
only now resolving due to grassroots movements, activists and workers for social justice in general: 
1. there are two genders, and only two genders;
2. gender is invariant; 
3. genitals are the essential sign of gender; 
4. exceptions to two genders should not be taken seriously, but only con- 
sidered jokes or examples of pathology; 
5. there are no transfers from one gender to another; 
6. everyone must be classified as either one gender or another; 
7. the ‘female’/‘male’ dichotomy is natural; and 
8. gender membership is natural. 
Based on these sociological rules it is not difficult to imagine how it must have been growing up at 
that time, and though transgender people today have better circumstances for leading a better and 
more carefree life, there is still a long way to go in achieving social justice as a transgender person.
Over a number of decades a shift in this paradigm can be seen in relation to the employment 
amongst men and women. Once women were housewives, then some of them started to work, then 
there were masculine and feminine trades of businesses and today the notion of a gender divided 
working market is becoming more and more obsolete, e.g.; female doctors and male nurses. In 2011 
there were 3.5 million employed registered nurses in the US and 9,6% were male 
(http://www.census.gov/people/io/files/Men_in_Nursing_Occupations.pdf). Though the percentage 
is not overwhelming, the male nurses are there.  
Taking that fact a bit further we are now living in a time where it has come to our attention that
gender is not a decision, it is a feeling; an identity, and has nothing to do with the physical 
characteristics we were born with. Just like homosexuality is not a decision. 
Still, somehow gender is a genetic law which many people live by, and are expected to live by; 
behave accordingly in relation to what our anatomy dictates. However, according to both 
Killermann and Bornstein how we are born, do not necessarily harmonize with who we are. 
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It does not do so because gender is more than the physical characteristics we are born with. Gender 
entails three things; identity, expression and sex. If identity and expression is in accordance with the 
sex, a person is referred to as a cisgender person. However, gender identity and gender expression 
are two very different things, and does not necessarily have anything to do with sex.
Gender identity is the way we make sense of our personality, body and other predispositions, and 
based on these traits we either align – or do not align, with an already established set of norms and 
roles (Killermann, 2013). Gender expressions on the other hand revolves around how you express 
your gender; a persons preferred self-expression such as how s/he plays and dresses, how s/he walks 
and talks, which, as sociologist Tey Meadow also states offers a more “... nuanced understanding of 
the way individuals ‘do’ gender, the ways gender categories are perpetuated in the intricate details 
of everyday life: among them, speech, dress, and work (Kessler and McKenna, 1978; West and 
Zimmerman, 1987) (Meadow, 2011, p. 727 l. 11).
To put it even more concretely; identity, the sense of who we are, is centered in the brain. Our sex is 
centered between our legs, and has nothing to do with identity. Expression is what other people see; 
how we choose to express ourselves, and this is one of the traits which draws superficial attention to 
our personality, seen very explicitly with transgender children: “...edited out any sign of her boy 
past. The lilac walls of her room are dominated by giant Hannah Montana decals. The closet and 
bureaus are jammed with pink clothes; a vanity overflows with costume jewelry, nail polish, and 
makeup.” (Green, 2012 p. 1, l. 43)
Furthermore, when talking about gender it is important to realize that the diversity is vast, and 
that it is easy for a cisgendered person to unknowingly offend a non-cisgendered person. According 
to both Killermann and Bornstein, one of the more common misunderstandings is when referring to 
a non-cisgender person simply as 'trans'. This mostly refers to transsexual/gendered men or women, 
but the non-cisgendered group of people is much more diverse than that. Therefore Killermann 
suggests that when referring to transsexual/gender people it is important to add an asterisk; trans*. 
When adding the asterisk you include: transgender, transsexual, transvestite, genderqueer, 
genderfluid, non-binary, genderfuck, genderless, a-gender, non-gendered, third gender, two spirit, 
bi-gender, trans man, trans woman (http://itspronouncedmetrosexual.com/2012/05/what-does-the-
asterisk-in-trans-stand-for/). The notion of living within an accepted two gender system, suddenly 
seems ridiculous. 
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In Killermann's book he describes where the main obstacle lies in relation to achieving social 
justice. He refers to it as 'the cycle of oppression' starting with stereotype, moving on to prejudice, 
followed by discrimination and finally oppression. These four components proves to be enemy 
number one for non cisgendered people. In the action of discrimination we are encouraging a social 
justice which allows cisgendered people to feel, and be better than non-cisgendered people, but 
again, in many states in the US it is accepted by law; organizations in several states in the US are 
allowed to deny employment to transgender people, based on their gender identity, which means 
that it, by law, is acceptable to discriminate (Killermann, 2013 and 
http://www.transgenderlaw.org/ndlaws/#public). Therefore it can be argued that it is difficult to 
believe in social justice when a bill or a law justifies a certain behavior towards a certain group of 
people. “... stories of families being turned away from basic, necessary services like medical care 
and schools, because somebody thought their child was wearing the wrong kind of clothing.” 
(Meadow, 2011 p. 726, l. 31).
In relation to status and society, as stated by Lindsey in her chapter on 'Sociology of Gender' one 
of the most important social structures relating to social interaction is Status. Status positions us as 
persons and determines how we will be treated or defined within the social framework: “We 
acquire statuses by achievement, through our own efforts, or by ascription, being born into them or 
attaining them involuntarily at some other point in the life cycle.” (Lindsey, 2010 p.2, l. 13) this can 
be argued to set a base for social justice; under which circumstances i it allowed to judge, define or 
treat people based on a set of rules that society has laid down – unless of course these rules leave 
each individual to decide for themselves who they are, without having to defend themselves, or 
have their identity questioned everywhere they go. As Killermann puts it in his article '30+ 
examples of cisgender privilege': “Your identity is not considered a mental pathology (“gender 
identity disorder” in the DSM IV) by the psychological and medical establishments.” and 
“Strangers don't assume they can ask you what your genitals look like and how you have sex.”
Regarding workers for social justice, the whole idea is that you have to believe that social justice 
exists, in order to achieve it. Equity for all, though words to live by, are often misinterpreted into 'do 
unto others as you would have them do unto you' which also is the main message in almost all 
religions. In relation to this phrase it is however important to remember that no individual is alike 
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and therefore we have no basis for understanding how other individuals wish to be treated, 
especially when interacting with trans* people. Therefore both Bornstein and Killermann urge their 
readers to not refer to other persons by using a trans* label before they know how that person refers 
to him – or herself, since it can be extremely hurtful. In any case a good idea is to simply ask the 
person in question how they perceive themselves 
(http://katebornstein.typepad.com/kate_bornsteins_blog/2009/07/who-you-calling-a-
tranny.html). 
Today there is a high number of people advocating for social justice. This group of people is the 
parents of transgender children. According to Tey Meadow the tendency today is that parents 
negotiate their child's gender with institutions e.g.; schools and churches, along with the 
grandparents and the neighborhood, in order for their child to accepted for who they are (2011). 
“They produce a space in which a more explicit, out- ward and nuanced examination of identity 
can take form” (meadow, 2011 p. ).
In a pamphlet called “Transgendered children and youth: Information for parents and caregivers” 
there is a list of all the different ways in which a child or youth may feel different, which includes 
gender dysphoria, body dysphoria and gender identity disorder. No doubt that the pamphlet means 
well, but these particular articulations are according to Killermann, Bornstein and a variety of 
transgender people only a product of society's norms and laws. Dysphoria is the opposite of 
euphoria and in a gender related context it implies unease and distress with your gender due to a 
social expectance. In other words; you, as an individual have a mental illness. Unless we look at it 
from the individual's point of view, in which case something is definitely wrong with society. Or as 
articulated in the article 'S/he' - wanting to change gender is not a psychopathology. According to 
psychotherapist Jean Malpas the pathology an 8-year-old girl is accused for, if having a really hard 
time in school because of her short hair and boyish clothes, and is bullied for that, is not her 
pathology—it is the world’s pathology (Malpas, 2011). This statement also indicates that even the 
gender variant children, female tom boys and feminine boys, in actuality suffer from the same 
resistance from society, as the transgender children.
Concluding Remarks
It could be that social justice is something that we need to believe in to keep doing the best we can 
as humans, but as long as we are individuals with different backgrounds, beliefs and experiences, 
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our ideas on what social justice is, will vary. Thus, it can be argued that the notion of obtaining 
social justice is an illusion and we will in gender related issues have to rely on activists and 
grassroots movements for an acceptable environment for trans* people.
There is no doubt that trans* people face far more internal as well as external problems based on the 
variance of their individual gender perception, and to some extent it can also be considered a 
societal problem. 
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